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explored﻿ the﻿ role﻿ that﻿ cognitive﻿ distortions﻿ (e.g.,﻿moral﻿ disengagement)﻿may﻿ play﻿




process﻿ in﻿ a﻿ competitive﻿ real-life﻿ environment﻿ (i.e.,﻿ with﻿ sports﻿ players).﻿Moral﻿










in﻿ understanding﻿ behaviours﻿ that﻿ involve﻿ aggression﻿ towards﻿ others﻿ (Perren﻿ &﻿
Gutzwiller-Helfeninger,﻿2012;﻿Teng,﻿Nie,﻿Guo﻿&﻿Yanling,﻿2017).﻿Research﻿indicates﻿








social﻿cognitive﻿process﻿can﻿be﻿employed﻿making﻿it﻿easier﻿for﻿ individuals﻿ to﻿act﻿ in﻿





International Journal of Cyber Behavior, Psychology and Learning











individuals﻿ of﻿ human﻿ qualities).﻿ Some﻿ researchers﻿ suggest﻿ that﻿ these﻿mechanisms﻿
can﻿ be﻿ further﻿ categorised﻿ into﻿ four﻿main﻿ categories:﻿ (i)﻿ cognitive﻿ restructuring,﻿
(ii)﻿ minimizing﻿ of﻿ one’s﻿ own﻿ agentive﻿ role,﻿ (iii)﻿ disregarding/distorting﻿ negative﻿
impact﻿of﻿harmful﻿behaviour,﻿and﻿(iv)﻿blaming﻿or﻿dehumanizing﻿of﻿victims﻿(Hymel,﻿
Rocke-Henderson﻿&﻿Bonanno,﻿ 2005).﻿Bandura﻿ (2001)﻿ suggests﻿ these﻿ eight﻿ social-
cognitive﻿mechanisms﻿work﻿by﻿disengaging﻿individuals﻿from﻿their﻿personal﻿agency.﻿
Individuals﻿endorsing﻿high﻿levels﻿of﻿moral﻿disengagement﻿are﻿more﻿likely﻿to﻿support﻿






Virtual Victims and Moral Disengagement
As﻿moral﻿disengagement﻿(MD)﻿is﻿a﻿mechanism﻿that﻿allows﻿individuals﻿to﻿act﻿in﻿ways﻿

















(Hussain﻿ &﻿ Griffiths,﻿ 2008;﻿ Ivory﻿ &﻿Magee,﻿ 2009;﻿ King,﻿ et﻿ al.,﻿ 2010;﻿Wood,﻿
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immersion﻿ in﻿ videogame﻿ play﻿ (Anderson﻿ et﻿ al.,﻿ 2010;﻿ Fischer,﻿ Kastenmuller,﻿ &﻿
Greitemeyer,﻿2010;﻿King,﻿Delfabbro﻿&﻿Griffiths,﻿2010;﻿Konijn,﻿Bijvank,﻿&﻿Bushman,﻿
2007).﻿Weaver﻿and﻿Lewis﻿(2012)﻿have﻿suggested﻿that﻿players﻿respond﻿to﻿characters﻿
in﻿games﻿as﻿ if﻿ they﻿were﻿ real,﻿with﻿players﻿ reporting﻿guilt﻿when﻿ they﻿acted﻿ in﻿an﻿
antisocial﻿way﻿towards﻿game﻿characters.﻿Here,﻿ it﻿could﻿be﻿argued﻿that﻿gamers﻿are﻿








for﻿ virtual﻿ aggression.﻿ Research﻿ also﻿ indicates﻿ players’﻿ report﻿ guilty﻿ feelings﻿ and﻿
negative﻿ affect﻿ after﻿ making﻿ antisocial﻿ choices﻿ within﻿ videogames﻿ (Cristofari﻿ &﻿







they﻿ suggested﻿was﻿due﻿ to﻿engagement﻿ in﻿moral﻿considerations.﻿Players﻿ that﻿ chose﻿






and﻿ not﻿ as﻿ serious﻿ as﻿ real﻿ aggression.﻿ In﻿ the﻿ research,﻿ 50﻿male﻿ gamers’﻿ reaction﻿
times﻿were﻿measured﻿while﻿ playing﻿ videogames,﻿ where﻿ they﻿were﻿ required﻿ to﻿ act﻿
aggressively﻿or﻿prosocially﻿towards﻿game﻿characters.﻿Findings﻿indicated﻿no﻿inhibition﻿





Moral Disengagement and Sports
Research﻿by﻿sports﻿psychologists﻿has﻿indicated﻿that﻿moral﻿disengagement﻿strategies﻿may﻿
be﻿a﻿key﻿consideration﻿in﻿the﻿use﻿of﻿aggressive﻿or﻿antisocial﻿behaviour﻿in﻿the﻿sporting﻿
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play﻿ (Corrion﻿et﻿al.,﻿2009).﻿ In﻿a﻿ study﻿of﻿803﻿youth-sport﻿participants,﻿nearly﻿10%﻿
admitted﻿ cheating,﻿13%﻿admitted﻿ trying﻿ to﻿ injure﻿opponents,﻿ 31%﻿had﻿argued﻿with﻿












victims﻿as﻿ the﻿primary﻿aim﻿ is﻿ to﻿ score﻿points﻿ and﻿win,﻿often﻿at﻿ the﻿ expense﻿of﻿ the﻿
other﻿characters﻿or﻿opponents.﻿Here,﻿ the﻿use﻿of﻿aggression﻿and﻿strategies﻿ that﻿help﻿
to﻿act﻿aggressively,﻿appear﻿to﻿be﻿an﻿obvious﻿choice﻿for﻿gamers.﻿In﻿relation﻿to﻿sports﻿
play,﻿ there﻿are﻿similar﻿motivations﻿for﻿engaging﻿ in﻿behaviour﻿ that﻿ is﻿contrary﻿ to﻿an﻿
individual’s﻿own﻿standards﻿for﻿appropriate﻿behaviour.
Boardley﻿and﻿Kavassanu﻿(2007)﻿argue﻿that﻿among﻿team﻿sports﻿players,﻿the﻿pressure﻿
to﻿engage﻿ in﻿antisocial﻿behaviour﻿ relates﻿ to﻿extensive﻿competition﻿ for﻿ team﻿places.﻿
The﻿message﻿ given﻿ is﻿ to﻿ succeed﻿ at﻿ all﻿ costs,﻿ and﻿ that﻿ incapacitating﻿ players﻿ from﻿
other﻿ teams﻿often﻿ leads﻿ to﻿ an﻿advantage﻿ to﻿players’﻿own﻿ teams.﻿This﻿message﻿may﻿
then﻿be﻿further﻿reinforced﻿because﻿players﻿are﻿usually﻿evaluated﻿on﻿the﻿outcome﻿of﻿
their﻿performance﻿ rather﻿ than﻿ the﻿performance﻿ they﻿used﻿ to﻿get﻿ to﻿ the﻿outcome.﻿ In﻿
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that﻿ dehumanization﻿ may﻿ not﻿ occur﻿ for﻿ others﻿ if﻿ they﻿ perceived﻿ that﻿ they﻿ were﻿
supporting﻿their﻿own﻿goals.
Dehumanization﻿ refers﻿ to﻿ the﻿ process﻿ of﻿ denying﻿ humanness﻿ to﻿ a﻿ person,﻿ and﻿
Bastian﻿ et﻿ al.﻿ (2012)﻿ argue﻿ “dehumanization﻿ oils﻿ the﻿ wheels﻿ of﻿ aggression﻿ and﻿
violence﻿ against﻿ others”﻿ (p.﻿ 486),﻿while﻿Haslam,﻿Loughnan,﻿Reynolds﻿ and﻿Wilson﻿
(2007)﻿suggest﻿that﻿dehumanization﻿can﻿enable﻿and﻿disinhibit﻿violent﻿acts﻿(and﻿may﻿
be﻿ of﻿ relevance﻿within﻿ the﻿ study﻿ of﻿ violent﻿ videogames).﻿ Research﻿ indicates﻿ that﻿
individuals﻿that﻿provoke﻿others﻿in﻿real﻿life﻿may﻿be﻿viewed﻿as﻿less﻿human﻿(Greitemyer﻿







human﻿ qualities﻿ to﻿ others,﻿ it﻿made﻿ it﻿ possible﻿ to﻿ perceive﻿ the﻿ other﻿ individuals﻿ as﻿
having﻿less﻿human﻿like﻿qualities.
In﻿ terms﻿ of﻿ moral﻿ disengagement﻿ strategies,﻿ it﻿ may﻿ be﻿ that﻿ group﻿ decision-
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and﻿ team﻿ play﻿may﻿ impact﻿ on﻿ any﻿ effect.﻿ Videogames﻿ and﻿many﻿ sports﻿ contain﻿ a﻿
significant﻿of﻿ competition﻿and﻿varying﻿ levels﻿of﻿game﻿cooperation﻿and﻿ the﻿present﻿
study﻿was﻿designed﻿ to﻿explore﻿moral﻿disengagement﻿ strategies﻿used﻿by﻿ individuals﻿
who﻿regularly﻿engage﻿in﻿competitive﻿games.










&﻿ Lewis,﻿ 2012).﻿ Cultural﻿ differences﻿ have﻿ been﻿ argued﻿ to﻿ play﻿ a﻿ role﻿ in﻿ moral﻿
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theory﻿of﻿MD﻿allows﻿for﻿a﻿consideration﻿of﻿moral﻿management﻿methods﻿that﻿gamers﻿
may﻿use﻿ to﻿ reduce﻿dissonance﻿between﻿ their﻿ understandings﻿of﻿morally﻿ acceptable﻿
behaviour﻿and﻿to﻿facilitate﻿them﻿to﻿use﻿behaviour﻿that﻿is﻿contrary﻿to﻿their﻿understanding﻿
of﻿acceptable﻿behaviour.
There﻿ have﻿ been﻿ significant﻿ gender﻿ differences﻿ reported﻿ in﻿ relation﻿ to﻿moral﻿
disengagement﻿ (Gabbiadini,﻿ 2012;﻿ Teng﻿ et﻿ al.,﻿ 2017)﻿ with﻿ males﻿ at﻿ various﻿
developmental﻿stages﻿reporting﻿higher﻿levels﻿of﻿moral﻿disengagement,﻿than﻿females.﻿
In﻿terms﻿of﻿gaming,﻿previous﻿research﻿has﻿highlighted﻿the﻿role﻿of﻿gaming﻿in﻿female﻿
gamer’s﻿ lives﻿ and﻿ the﻿ possible﻿ growth﻿ in﻿ interest﻿ in﻿ gaming﻿ for﻿ females﻿ (Lewis﻿&﻿





H1:﻿ It﻿ was﻿ hypothesised﻿ that﻿ there﻿ would﻿ be﻿ significant﻿ differences﻿ between﻿
three﻿ groups﻿ of﻿ participants﻿ (violent﻿ videogame﻿ gamers,﻿ sports﻿ people,﻿ and﻿
controls﻿that﻿neither﻿play﻿violent﻿videogames﻿or﻿competitive﻿sports)﻿on﻿moral﻿












H3:﻿ It﻿ was﻿ hypothesised﻿ that﻿ male﻿ gamers﻿ would﻿ report﻿ more﻿MD﻿ than﻿ female﻿
gamers,﻿ due﻿ to﻿ decreased﻿ empathy﻿ and﻿ higher﻿ levels﻿ of﻿ identification﻿ with﻿
game﻿ characters.﻿ Coulomb-Cabango﻿ and﻿ Rascale﻿ (2006)﻿ argued﻿ that﻿ there﻿ is﻿
greater﻿reinforcement﻿of﻿harmful﻿behaviour﻿in﻿males﻿compared﻿to﻿females﻿due﻿
to﻿established﻿views﻿of﻿masculinity﻿that﻿explain﻿why﻿in﻿sports﻿males﻿transgress﻿
more﻿ often﻿ females﻿ (Boardley﻿ &﻿ Kavassau,﻿ 2011).﻿ A﻿ similar﻿ argument﻿ has﻿
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The﻿ sample﻿ comprised﻿ 605﻿ undergraduate﻿ students﻿ from﻿ a﻿ third-level﻿ college﻿ in﻿






All﻿materials﻿ were﻿ in﻿ the﻿ form﻿ of﻿ self-report﻿ questions﻿ and﻿ scales.﻿ The﻿ following﻿




MD.﻿The﻿MD﻿Scale﻿ is﻿a﻿32-item﻿scale﻿ that﻿asks﻿participants﻿ to﻿ rate﻿ their﻿opinion﻿
of﻿32﻿statements﻿on﻿a﻿5-point﻿Likert﻿ scale.﻿The﻿ items﻿ in﻿ the﻿scale﻿can﻿be﻿seen﻿ to﻿
be﻿ related﻿ to﻿ eight﻿main﻿ subscales,﻿ the﻿mechanisms﻿ of﻿MD.﻿Table﻿ 1﻿ outlines﻿ the﻿









Revision of the Moral Disengagement Scale for the Present Study
The﻿ revisions﻿ in﻿ the﻿ questionnaire﻿ were﻿ designed﻿ to﻿ ensure﻿ that﻿ items﻿ were﻿
developmentally﻿appropriate.﻿The﻿words﻿“kid”﻿and﻿“child”﻿were﻿changed﻿ in﻿ the﻿
current﻿ study﻿ to﻿ ensure﻿ the﻿ questions﻿ were﻿ applicable﻿ to﻿ the﻿ adult﻿ population.﻿
Eight﻿ very﻿ slight﻿ revisions﻿were﻿made﻿ to﻿ these﻿words﻿ on﻿ Items﻿ 4,﻿ 5,﻿ 8,﻿ 12,﻿ 13,﻿
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After﻿ completing﻿ the﻿MD﻿scale,﻿ they﻿were﻿asked﻿ if﻿ they﻿played﻿competitive﻿ sports﻿






the﻿ types﻿ of﻿ game﻿ they﻿ played﻿ (i.e.,﻿ sports,﻿ war/fighting,﻿ shooting,﻿ puzzle,﻿ other,﻿
exercise,﻿role-play,﻿adventure,﻿racing).﻿When﻿participants﻿indicated﻿that﻿they﻿played﻿
war/fighting﻿or﻿shooting﻿games,﻿they﻿were﻿classified﻿as﻿competitive﻿videogame﻿players.﻿













Research Design and Statistical Analysis
The﻿ present﻿ study﻿ comprised﻿ a﻿ cross-sectional﻿ survey﻿ study﻿ using﻿ a﻿ convenience﻿








Moral Disengagement Scores (H1)
There﻿was﻿a﻿statistically﻿significant﻿difference﻿in﻿MD﻿scores﻿for﻿the﻿three﻿groups﻿on﻿
total﻿Moral﻿Disengagement﻿Scale﻿[F(2,602)﻿=﻿7.86,﻿p <﻿0.001],﻿cognitive﻿restructuring﻿
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Table﻿2﻿outlines﻿ the﻿mean﻿ scores﻿ for﻿ all﻿ participants﻿ in﻿ total﻿moral﻿ disengagement﻿
Table 1. Mean moral disengagement scores for violent video game players, sports people, and controls







Disengagement 69.9﻿(SD﻿=﻿15.43) 72.14﻿(SD﻿=﻿16.34) 66.2﻿(SD﻿=﻿14.62)
Cognitive﻿restructuring 27.42﻿(SD﻿=﻿6.88) 27.35﻿(SD﻿=﻿7.65) 24.5﻿(SD﻿=﻿6.51)
Minimize﻿one’s﻿role 18.05﻿(SD﻿=﻿4.55) 19.57﻿(SD﻿=﻿5.0) 18.47﻿(SD﻿=﻿5.09)
Disregard﻿negative﻿impact 8.42﻿(SD﻿=﻿2.49) 8.54﻿(SD﻿=﻿2.93) 7.89﻿(SD﻿=﻿2.32)
Blame﻿dehumanise﻿victim 16.02﻿(SD﻿=﻿4.76) 16.67﻿(SD﻿=﻿4.78) 15.35﻿(SD﻿=﻿4.2)
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negative﻿ impact﻿ of﻿ behaviour﻿ subscale﻿ [F(2,297)﻿ =﻿ 3.02,﻿ p﻿ =﻿ .05],﻿ and﻿ in﻿ blame/











who﻿ play﻿ violent﻿ videogames,﻿ and﻿ compared﻿ these﻿ strategies﻿ to﻿ those﻿ adapted﻿ by﻿
players﻿of﻿other﻿ competitive﻿games,﻿ in﻿ the﻿ form﻿of﻿ competitive﻿ sporting﻿activities.﻿
As﻿predicted,﻿the﻿video﻿game﻿players﻿and﻿sports﻿players﻿both﻿expressed﻿higher﻿MD﻿





and﻿related﻿moral﻿disengagement.﻿ International﻿evidence﻿ indicates﻿ that﻿ the﻿number﻿










similar﻿ to﻿ the﻿male﻿ scores,﻿ the﻿ female﻿ sports﻿ players﻿were﻿more﻿ likely﻿ to﻿ endorse﻿
all﻿of﻿the﻿strategies﻿than﻿the﻿female﻿gamers﻿or﻿control﻿group.﻿Previous﻿research﻿has﻿




International Journal of Cyber Behavior, Psychology and Learning
Volume 8 • Issue 4 • October-December 2018
13






In﻿ terms﻿ of﻿ exploring﻿ the﻿ specific﻿MD﻿mechanisms,﻿ the﻿ violent﻿ video﻿ game﻿
players﻿were﻿more﻿likely﻿than﻿the﻿other﻿groups﻿to﻿endorse﻿the﻿cognitive﻿restructuring﻿
mechanism﻿ and﻿ were﻿ found﻿ to﻿ be﻿ least﻿ likely﻿ to﻿ endorse﻿ strategy﻿ that﻿ related﻿ to﻿
minimizing﻿one’s﻿role﻿in﻿violence.﻿Bandura﻿(2002)﻿argues﻿individuals﻿that﻿use﻿high﻿
MD﻿ strategies﻿ are﻿ less﻿ prosocial﻿ and﻿ feel﻿ less﻿ guilty﻿ over﻿ detrimental﻿ effects﻿ and﻿
conduct,﻿and﻿that﻿cognitive﻿restructuring﻿of﻿negative﻿actions﻿is﻿the﻿most﻿effective﻿set﻿
of﻿psychological﻿mechanisms﻿that﻿allow﻿individuals﻿to﻿disengage﻿from﻿moral﻿control﻿

















from﻿ the﻿ large﻿ amount﻿ of﻿ research﻿ conducted﻿ on﻿ this﻿ genre﻿ of﻿ videogames.﻿ King,﻿
et﻿ al.﻿ (2009)﻿ note﻿ one﻿ of﻿ the﻿ difficulties﻿ with﻿ doing﻿ research﻿ in﻿ into﻿ videogames﻿
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2011;﻿ Hartmann﻿ &﻿ Vorderer,﻿ 2010),﻿ with﻿ gamers﻿ in﻿ the﻿ present﻿ study﻿ found﻿
to﻿ be﻿ less﻿ likely﻿ to﻿ use﻿ this﻿mechanism﻿ than﻿ the﻿ sports﻿ players﻿ although﻿ there﻿
was﻿ not﻿ a﻿ significant﻿ difference﻿ between﻿ the﻿ two﻿ groups.﻿ The﻿ results﻿ are﻿ also﻿
interesting﻿in﻿the﻿light﻿of﻿research﻿indicating﻿that﻿dehumanisation﻿and﻿diffusion﻿
of﻿ responsibility﻿ are﻿ prevalent﻿ in﻿ the﻿ narratives﻿ and﻿ game﻿ play﻿ of﻿ many﻿ FPS﻿
games﻿(Hartmann,﻿Krakowiak﻿&﻿Tsay-Vogel,﻿2014).
Much﻿ research﻿ has﻿ suggested﻿ the﻿ role﻿ of﻿ in-game﻿ structures﻿ in﻿ explaining﻿MD﻿
strategies﻿used﻿by﻿gamers﻿ (e.g.﻿Cristofari﻿&﻿Guilton,﻿2014;﻿Hartmann﻿&﻿Vorderer,﻿
2010;﻿Klimmit,﻿2006).﻿It﻿ is﻿ therefore﻿ impossible﻿ to﻿overlook﻿the﻿role﻿of﻿rewards﻿ in﻿
the﻿present﻿study,﻿as﻿the﻿reward﻿system﻿in﻿both﻿gaming﻿and﻿in﻿sports﻿may﻿be﻿central﻿
to﻿the﻿use﻿of﻿antisocial﻿or﻿aggressive﻿acts﻿in﻿both﻿fields,﻿with﻿points﻿being﻿scored﻿for﻿



















2013a)﻿ and﻿ the﻿ present﻿ study﻿ offers﻿ confirmation﻿ of﻿ this﻿ point.﻿ The﻿ profile﻿ of﻿ the﻿
sports﻿players﻿used﻿in﻿the﻿present﻿study﻿was﻿somewhat﻿younger﻿than﻿the﻿gamer﻿sample﻿
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Greitemyer﻿ and﻿McLatchie﻿ (2011)﻿ argue﻿ that﻿ a﻿ spiral﻿ effect﻿ may﻿ exist﻿ where﻿




that﻿ longitudinal﻿ research﻿ in﻿ this﻿ area﻿where﻿ players﻿ are﻿ tracked﻿ over﻿ a﻿ number﻿ of﻿
months﻿may﻿help﻿to﻿develop﻿a﻿greater﻿understanding﻿of﻿the﻿moral﻿choices﻿that﻿players﻿
frequently﻿make.
Further﻿ research﻿ should﻿ also﻿ explore﻿ cognitive﻿mechanisms﻿ in﻿ different﻿ genres﻿
of﻿ videogames,﻿ to﻿ allow﻿ for﻿ a﻿ consideration﻿ of﻿ the﻿ strategies﻿ and﻿ their﻿ potential﻿
International Journal of Cyber Behavior, Psychology and Learning




these﻿moral﻿ disengagement﻿ strategies.﻿This﻿ suggests﻿ that﻿ violent﻿ virtual﻿ behaviour﻿
in﻿ gaming﻿may﻿ not﻿ be﻿ as﻿ concerning﻿ as﻿ previously﻿ argued.﻿Additional﻿ research﻿ is﻿
needed﻿to﻿further﻿explore﻿the﻿role﻿of﻿any﻿such﻿mediators﻿and﻿moderators﻿of﻿the﻿effect﻿
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